
Soaring federal budget deficits are cre-
ating pressures for spending restraint,

especially in areas not directly tied to
homeland security and national defense
—bad news for basic, nonmilitary
research. An even worse federal fiscal
train-wreck looms in the decades ahead,
making long-term science spending yet
more dicey.

Moreover, science advocates remain
uneasy about administration, congres-
sional and public attitudes that can bur-
den researchers’ work in controversial
areas. And an indifference to science
among the young threatens the nation’s
ability to develop future generations 
of scientists.

To shrink last year’s $412-billion
deficit in the years ahead, President Bush
has proposed freezing domestic discre-
tionary spending, which includes most
non-military research. While Congress

will not complete work on the president’s
2006 budget proposal until later this year,
lawmakers’ initial budget decisions were

generally in accordance with the presi-
dent’s plans.

Because the domestic discretionary
section of the budget would not keep
pace with inflation, real spending power
would decline. And science would have to
compete with many other domestic inter-
ests for a share of that shrinking pot.

“Science is probably one of the less-
powerful actors” in that competition,
warned Scott Lilly, senior fellow at the
Center for American Progress and a 
former staff director of the House
Appropriations Committee. Much so-
called discretionary spending is not actu-
ally discretionary at all, he added, noting
that the government can’t very well
decide to stop directing airplane traffic,
collecting taxes or administering the
Social Security system.

“Congress wants to fund things it can
understand the payoff from,” said Martin
Neil Baily, senior fellow at the Institute
for International Economics and former
chairman of President Clinton’s Council
of Economic Advisors. “With basic
research, you don’t always see the payoff.”

The president’s research and develop-
ment budget for 2006 is $132.3 billion, a
scant 0.1-percent increase from this year
in absolute dollars, and the first inflation-
adjusted decline since 1996, according to
AAAS’s annual budget analysis.

Not surprisingly, the scientific endeav-
ors in line with the president’s priorities,
such as efforts to improve homeland
security and conduct manned space
exploration, fare best. The National
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Future Federal Policy Not
So Promising for Science
Tom Price

Participants in the American Association for the Advancement of Science

public policy conference heard a lot of gloomy predictions this year. Speakers

took turns apologizing for pushing listeners toward a state of depression.

WASHINGTON FOCUS

Federal revenues would pay only for interest, Medicare, Medicaid and Social Security by
2040 if tax cuts are allowed to expire and spending rises with inflation through 2015 and
with the growth of the economy thereafter. [Source: GAO’s March 2005 analysis.]

Composition of Spending as a Share of GDP
(Under baseline extended)

Net interest Medicare & Medicaid

Social Security All other spending

Fiscal year

Revenue

2004 2015 2030 2040

50

40

30

20

10

0

Pe
rc

en
t 

of
 G

D
P



17

Science Foundation would get a 2.8-per-
cent boost, but most of that would go to
facilities rather than researchers, and the
average size of a research grant would
decline for the second year in a row.

After doubling from 1998 to 2003,
the National Institutes of Health budget
would rise by just 0.5 percent. Spending
by the Energy Department’s Science
Office would drop 4.5 percent. Even
some of the president’s pet projects—the
National Nanotechnology Initiative and
the Climate Change Science Program, for
instance—would suffer cuts. And the
Defense Department’s science and tech-
nology budget—which covers research
but not most weapons development—
would drop more than 21 percent.

This is just a hint of what’s to come 
if the federal government doesn’t bring
long-term spending and revenue into
balance. And things today are worse than
they seem.

Last year’s annual deficit really was
$567 billion, rather than the reported

$412 billion, according to Paul Posner,
managing director for federal budget
issues at the U.S. Government Account-
ability Office (formerly named the
General Accounting Office). That’s

because Americans currently pay more 
in Social Security taxes than they collect
in benefits, and federal bookkeepers
subtract that surplus when totaling the
federal deficit.

WASHINGTON FOCUS

Revenues would pay little more than debt service by 2040 if tax cuts are made permanent
and spending grows at the same rate as the economy. [Source: GAO’s March 2005 analysis.]
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As baby boomers retire, the Social
Security surplus will shrink, then turn
into a deficit. Congress will have to
replace the Social Security funds it now
applies to current spending instead of
saving for future Social Security needs.
And Medicare and Medicaid costs will
continue to soar.

By the time the 2040 federal budget is
written, Posner said, “all we’ll have is

enough to pay for Medicaid, Medicare
and Social Security and to service the
debt.” And that’s assuming recent tax cuts
are allowed to expire on schedule and
spending grows no faster than inflation
through 2015. If the tax cuts are
extended, as the president wants, and
spending grows according to historical
patterns, “we’ll have only enough money
to pay our creditors,” Posner said.

Beyond money, AAAS Science and
Policy Programs Director Albert Teich
noted, scientists find themselves thrust
into political battles they’d rather not
have to engage in.

“In some school districts, we seem to
be going backwards to pre-scientific atti-
tudes,” AAAS President Gilbert Omenn,
a University of Michigan professor,
lamented. But attacks on scientists don’t
emanate only from the right, Teich noted,
pointing out controversies over geneti-
cally modified foods, animals in research
and the study of Native American
remains, as well as stem cells, climate
change and teaching evolution.

Robert Klein, who spearheaded cre-
ation of California’s $3-billion stem-
cell-research initiative, warned that the
federal government is ceding scientific
leadership to the states. “We founded our
program on the inadequacy and paralysis
in Washington,” he said.

Even more troubling is the danger
that the U.S. will relinquish leadership to
other nations. John Gearhart, a promi-
nent stem-cell researcher, said some of
his students are finishing their studies at
Johns Hopkins University, then moving
to countries where support for the
research is more robust.

But the challenge to American science
is not just unfriendly government poli-
cies; it’s also a shortage of American sci-
entists. The United States has imported
scientists for decades, but post-9/11 secu-
rity measures and economic growth in
Asia are making that more difficult.

“We are watching dramatic economic
changes in India and China that may
make the rise of Japan, Taiwan and Korea
look small by comparison,” said Marco
DiCapua, science counselor to the U.S.
embassy in India, who was posted to
China in the 1990s. As a result, some
Asian scientists who in the past would
have sought jobs in the United States are
working in Asia instead.

“The United States is still the world
leader in science and technology,” said
Democratic Rep. Rush Holt of New Jersey,
a physicist who is one of the few Ph.D. sci-
entists in Congress. “But other countries
are making a good case to claim that.”

Tom Price (ThePricesWrite@yahoo.com) is a 
journalist who focuses on government, politics,
technology, business and education.
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President’s 2006 R&D budget proposals, compared with actual 2004 spending and esti-
mated 2005 spending, broken down by function. [Source: AAAS, March 2005.]

President’s 2006 R&D budget proposals, compared with actual 2004 spending and esti-
mated 2005 spending, broken down by character of work. [Source: AAAS, March 2005.]

Major Functional Categories of R&D
(Budget authority in millions of dollars)

Defense and Nondefense R&D by Character of Work
(Budget authority in millions of dollars)

FY 2004 FY 2005 FY 2006 Percent Change Percent of
Actual Estimate Budget FY 05-06 06 Total

Defense 70,344 75,395 75,379 0.0% 57.0%

Nondefense 55,996 56,797 56,898 0.2% 43.0%

Space 9,746 10,083 10,645 5,6% 8.0%

Health 29,343 29,827 29,890 0.2% 22.6%

Energy 1,369 1,223 1,240 1.3% 0.9%

General Science 7,352 7,391 7,354 -0.5% 5.6%

Environment 2,263 2,158 2,054 -4.9% 1.6%

Agriculture 1,910 2,089 1,733 -17.0% 1.3%

Transportation 1,881 1,846 1,659 -10.1% 1.3%

Commerce 499 498 448 -9.9% 0.3%

International 264 255 255 0.0% 0.2%

Justice 752 813 1,057 30.0% 0.8%

All Other 617 613 563 -8.2% 0.4%

Total R&D 126,340 132,192 132,276 0.1% 100%

FY 2004 FY 2005 FY 2006 Percent Change Percent of
Actual Estimate Budget FY 05-06 06 Total

Basic Research
Defense 1,380 1,545 1,353 -12.4% 1.0%
Nondefense 25,148 25,295 25,182 -0.4% 19.0%
Total 26,528 26,840 26,536 -1.1% 20.0%

Applied Research
Defense 7,017 7,637 6,525 -14.6% 4.9%
Nondefense 21,797 21,542 22,157 2.9% 16.8%
Total 28,814 29,179 28,682 -1.7% 21.7%

Development
Defense 61,195 65,486 66,881 2.1% 50.6%
Nondefense 5,398 5,867 5,604 -4.5% 4.2%
Total 66,593 71,353 72,484 1.6% 54.8%

R&D Facilities and Capital Equipment
Defense 751 727 619 -14.8% 0.5%
Nondefense 3,653 4,093 3,955 -3.4% 3.0%
Total 4,404 4,820 4,574 -5.1% 3.5%


